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abstract

At the intersection of multiple simultaneous timelines,
Continuum of Significance is a graphic design practice
that acknowledges time and meaning as fluid, shifting
variables. By challenging notions of obsolescence and
assumed valuations, the work brings forward stories
and experiences that might otherwise go unnoticed,
or quickly fade from memory.
This body of work explores various attempts
at reconciliation, vacillating between faster modes
of production, and a practice deeply anchored and
concerned with history, research, iteration, and
contemplation. Materials gleaned from the mundane:
the expired historic archive, and the vivid digital cache,
are recomposed to invoke a slow read in our fast world.
Timelines are not fixed; the past is an active part
of where we are and where we are going. Its meaning
and interpretation undergo continuous renegotiation
across the spectrum of time.
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foreword
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foreword

Essay comes from the French word “essai,” to try.
It is derived from the same root as “assay,” which means
to test by trial and experiment. This book documents
varied activities comprising graphic design, writing,
filmmaking, and research, in an effort to discover and
shape a sustainable, enduring practice.
Presented as a continuum of related projects, I test
my beliefs, understandings, and strategies for making
through iteration, reflection, trial and error, reaching
various points of resolution.
The culmination of my time at RISD requires
me to acknowledge colliding timelines: while this
document, when it goes to print, becomes static,
the work, and the thinking it reflects remain part
of a still-emerging practice.
may 19, 2016.
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“Above all, he must not be afraid to return again and
again to the same matter; to scatter it as one scatters
earth, to turn it over as one turns over soil. For the
‘matter itself’ is no more than the strata which yield
their long-sought secrets only to the most meticulous
investigation. That is to say, they yield those images
that, severed from all earlier associations, reside as
treasures in the sober rooms of our later insights.”
–WALTER BENJAMIN ¹
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Figure 1: Wartime ration
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On the Mundane:
Privileging the Unvalued

Graphic designers are the unseen, anonymous shapers
of the everyday graphic landscape. They determine what our
world looks like, and manipulate many of our visual experiences from behind-the-scenes. The mundane is a consciously
shaped layer of this graphic landscape. Often taken for granted,
it is an undervalued texture of our everyday experience.
The mundane serves as an index to the present, carrying
with it the values and perceptions of its specific time and place.
Graphic ephemera (posters, leaflets, ticket stubs, invitations,
etc.) are artifacts that capture an aesthetic that promotes or
subverts prevailing societal values. As the historian Bridget
Wilkins writes, “We should not allow a preoccupation with
financial and aesthetic value to blind us to the historical value
of all graphic ephemera.”² Wilkins argues that a wartime ration
book (see fig. 1) should be seen as having equal potential to
teach us about history as more sophisticated expressions, like
a poster by Abram Games. (see fig. 2) When preserved, graphic
ephemera becomes part of our collective history. Though,
as time passes, the messages these artifacts convey become
harder to decode. They become poised for reinterpretation.
Time and framing, which are constantly in flux, affect the
perceived significance of graphic ephemera. What is disposable
today might become collectible, even valuable in a few years.
The endurance of a work of graphic design balances on a fulcrum of taste — always in danger of sliding into obsolescence.
Even while engaged in self-driven research and practice,
as represented by this body of work, I return again and again
to a persistent rumination about the discipline: is it responsible
to believe that we operate separately from vernacular and
consumer culture? Are we merely agents who bring style and
coherence to an endless production cycle of time-stamped,
disposable material?
Graphic design circulates in the public domain. Rather than
being an object of desire actively sought and consumed, it is
more often received passively by the public. Wilkins observes
“If they are consciously noticed at all, [the graphics] have only
secondary significance.” ³ Research, iteration, and labor are
invisible to most in design’s final output.
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A Strange Case of Us and Them

High and Low,

–ELLEN LUPTON ,

“In order to take a
renewed critical view
of contemporary life,
designers too must find
a place to speak from
within culture, not
position themselves
above it.”

Unimark International, 1970

Authority Subway Signage,

Figure 4: New York Transit

Corita Kent, 1967, screenprint

Figure 5: Handle with Care,

advertisements

wallpapered with Apple

Figure 3: Subway station

on the mundane

I position myself as operating from within the everyday.
Graphic designers must both carefully observe and participate
in the manufacture of the mundane, fulfilling dual roles: that
of observant critic, and active participant. I don’t see graphic
design’s secondary significance, as Wilkins puts it, as a problem.
Instead I see our influence on and in the everyday as grounds
for a deep responsibility toward the public. Graphic design is
essentially a broadcast medium in the visual field, with an
audience who doesn’t have the agency to opt-in or out. (see fig. 3)
Traces of modernism still linger in some designers’
assessment of our discipline: that somehow, we operate as part
of a critical avant-garde, observing everyday life from above,
with detachment and without implication.4 Massimo Vignelli,
an active graphic designer from the 1960s until his death in
2014, whose work has significantly shaped the graphic landscape in the United States (see fig. 4), posited that “[Designers]
have the responsibility... to fight and oppose trivia, kitsch and
all norms of subculture that are visually polluting our world.”5
Modernism assumes that a spartan aesthetic approach will
render a work timeless, that restraint somehow liberates
graphic design from its inevitable transient relevance.
The critical dialogues most easily observed within the
graphic design discipline today are those tending toward
a reflexive critique of a personal design practice (see Continuum
of Significance), or a critique of the discipline (see On the
Mundane). We must also reflect on our position in the broad
landscape of the everyday. I see an opportunity to bring our
areas of engagement into public discourse. We might use the
mundane as a bridge extending critical dialogues beyond the
confines of our discipline.
I reject Vignelli’s desire to purge what he calls visual
pollution. The texture of a diverse, if chaotic, visual landscape
represents a plurality of voices that help to prevent an unimaginative monoculture. I use the mundane as raw material to
construct commentaries on our culture, gleaning underlying
patterns of significance, and taking cues from historic and
contemporary graphic design practices.
Graphic artist Corita Kent enacted a cycle of observation,
critique, production, and influence on the everyday graphic
landscape. Working and teaching in the 1960s and 70s, Kent
extracted evocative language from advertising and food
packaging, isolating and juxtaposing marketing jargon to find

15

holly-herndon.

under-the-covers-metahaven-

en/music/stories/ 1331724397526/

2015. http://www.redbull.com/uk/

Covers: Metahaven.” June 04,

7. Hines, James. “Under The

Museum, 2015.

Cambridge: Harvard Art

Kent and the Language of Pop.

6. S
 usan Dackerman, ed. Corita

notes

1964, screenprint. Corita Art Center.
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2014, music video for Holly Herndon

Figure 7, Still from Home, Metahaven,

on the mundane

new meaning from seemingly uninspired sources. The supermarket was her humble, generative site, providing an array
of language from which she drew to produce graphic, layered
writings which reframed marketing catchphrases, and
connected them to the sublime. (see figs. 5 & 6) Kent produced
and multiplied her work as silkscreened posters—an
inexpensive medium through which to disseminate her
observations back into the landscape.
Kent’s work has recently seen renewed interest and
appraisal, following an important exhibit at the Harvard Art
Museum 6 in 2015 which placed her work among other important
pop artists; Ed Ruscha, Andy Warhol, and Claes Oldenburg; and
a posthumous AIGA Medal awarded this spring. Until recently,
Kent was largely dismissed as an eccentric, likely due to her
gender and affiliation with the Catholic church. Her serigraph
prints, which used to circulate inexpensively on eBay, are now
bought and sold through art dealers for thousands of dollars.
Kent’s life’s work has been salvaged from obscurity to
provide a rich source of inspiration to thousands of new viewers.
A sharp voice has been added to the canon. This rediscovery and
re-appraisal begs the question, who else has history forgotten?
It reveals the limits and malleability of history, as it is
continuously redefined.
It might be said that a jarring contrast in tone separates
Kent’s work with that of the contemporary design practice
Metahaven. Captivating the attention of a small sect of elite
graphic design practitioners, Metahaven’s wildly speculative
proposals appeal to those who are sensitive to their hyperbolic
approach. Metahaven also enacts the cycle of observation and
influence on the everyday graphic landscape, using the detritus
of the digital to populate their visual output. (see fig. 7) Their
research and design are disseminated through familiar forms:
t-shirts, scarves, posters, and album covers. They firmly claim
“We’re not a digital ad agency,”7 instead preferring to position
themselves as a graphic design think tank. Yet I wonder if this
hierarchal distinction is productive. Could their politics be
better served if they acknowledged a broad public audience,
instead of an elite, educated, politically-minded contingent
of the art and design world?
We often read and move through the physical and digital
spaces of the everyday, automatically, unconsciously. The
visual layers of our experience flatten into one cacophonous
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The Writing Life

–ANNIE DILLARD

“How we spend our
days is of course how
we spend our lives”

notes

“Truisms For Survival” (1983-1985)

Cherished,” quote by Jenny Holzer
of The School of Life, London.

displayed as a poster in the window

Figure 10: Jenny Holzer,

Figure 9: “The Mundane is to Be

(1983) Styrofoam cups with statements

Figure 8: Jenny Holzer “Cups for 1984”,

on the mundane

undertone, a white noise that becomes difficult to perceive. It’s easy to
lose sight of the rich potential of these spaces.
The mundane is the domain of digital ad agencies and graphic
designers alike. A reclaiming of this space among critical graphic
designers may be a productive move toward a more inclusive dialogue.
Like Kent and Metahaven, I too see the mundane as material for formal
and conceptual experimentation. I also see it as a site of great potential.
Their work suggests that the mundane deserves a closer read. Though
we might dismiss the makeup of the everyday graphic landscape as
visual pollution, it reflects back to us the values and perceptions of
our time and place, and becomes the material of our collective history.
As graphic designers, we have the potential to shape the texture of our
everyday experience through designing for and with the mundane.
The mundane is not to be overlooked—it is latent with possibility.
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Pilgrim at Tinker Creek

–ANNIE DILLARD

“The world is fairly studded
and strewn with pennies
cast broadside from a
generous hand. But—and
this is the point—who gets
excited by a mere penny?”

Figure 11: Ann Hamilton, Privations and Excesses, 1989

Figure 12: Tara Donovan, Untitled (Pins), 2003
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Pennies from Heaven

The American penny, the rueful and unlikely

thirds of pennies don’t circulate, and the

protagonist of this project, has an uncertain

cost to produce one penny is now almost

future. These chips of zinc and copper fall

two cents.10 Inflation and the fluctuating

out of circulation as they collect in cars,

cost of raw materials are rendering the

junk drawers, and on nightstands. I take

coin’s value obsolete.

a collection of found pennies to the RISD

A series of photographic prints

Nature Lab for closer inspection. Under the

magnifies the penny to forty times its

lens of a microscope, a nation’s aspirations

original size. The change in scale highlights

come into focus: In God We Trust.

variations in the surface conditions of the

The one cent piece has been a unit

pennies—some dulled or worn with age and

of American currency since 1787, when

abuse. The enlargements also confront us

the first version was minted. One side

with the language and symbols of our

was emblazoned with the profile of Lady

nation’s aspirations.

8

Liberty, whose hair is swept by an

I reintroduce the pennies back into

imperceptible wind. Other significant

the landscape, where, at their new scale,

symbols of freedom and grace, like the

they have become unfamiliar. I test what

eagle, have been featured on the design

happens when one of billions becomes

of the coin during its 200-year history.

the focus of careful attention, when an

There is dissonance in the penny’s

object is removed from circulation and

noble inscription and its pointless
perpetuation. The United States mints
approximately eight billion pennies each
year,9 yet a recent study found that two-

put on display.
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This and following page: Surface studies of found pennies.
Photo montage made from microscopic photographs.
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This and following page: Surface studies of found pennies.
Photo montage made from microscopic photographs.
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This and following page: Surface studies of found pennies.
Photo montage made from microscopic photographs.
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pennies from heaven
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Photographic prints placed back into
the landscape. Ship Street, Providence.

30
Photographic prints placed back into the
landscape. Richmond Street, Providence.
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Photographic prints placed back into
the landscape. Point Street, Providence.
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Grey Area
6x6” Perfect Bound Book,
64 pages.

Often, the most enduring images from

third-place athletes to imagine not winning

sporting events are the powerful displays

a medal at all, which still supports a positive

of emotion captured the moment an athlete

outlook. Silver medalists are tormented

learns the outcome of their event. As might

by the possibilities that if something had

be expected, gold medalists beam with

been slightly different, they might have

pride but, despite their lower position,

won gold instead.

bronze medalists often appear happier than

In Grey Area, I compile screenshots

their silver-medal winning co-competitors.

from footage of athletes as they receive

Researchers have found that there

their silver medals, or learn the outcome

is a complex mix of emotions that goes

of their contest at the 2014 Sochi Olympics.

along with winning a silver medal. They

The screenshots capture a spectrum of

have documented that silver medalists

emotions; their range of expressions reveal

are indeed less likely to be happy with their

a range of valuations: some see the silver

achievement than bronze medal recipients.

medal as a significant achievement while

Psychologists suggest that a mode of

others visibly acknowledge a perceived

thought called counter factual thinking,
a preoccupation on “what if” reasoning,

failure.
11

The screenshots are arranged

is at least partly to blame for this con-

according to the athletes’ reactions: from

flicting sensation.

most joyful at the beginning of the book,

Questioning “what if” usually leads
gold medalists to feel ever more fortunate
for their position. “What if” reasoning leads

to most sorrowful at the end.
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When We Are No More

–abby smith rumsey

“Collectors historically have
acted as the first-line defense
against the physical loss of our
cultural legacy. They collect and
curate the artifacts of knowledge on our behalf... They are
the ones who keep the strategic
reserve of memory rich, saving
various fossils of extinct cultures and ensuring that the
collective memory of mankind
does not become a monoculture.”

notes
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Interview: Douglass Scott
A Graphic Designer’s Collections

Douglass Scott is a graphic designer,
professor, and collector. During the
Q&A following a presentation of
his work last year, questions arose
about his collections. He described
the organizing principle of his book
collection: he lays out his shelves
geographically, the books demarcating a rough map of Europe, with
books about Scandinavian design on
the top shelf, and Italian design on a
lower shelf. This was before I got to
know Doug, but upon hearing this,
I had a feeling we would get along.
Doug often meets with students
on Saturday mornings, and I reserved
a block of time with him one recent
Saturday to talk about collecting. In
advance of our meeting, Doug sent
me a list of the things he collects:

Chairs
Army patches
Braun appliances
Telephones
Typewriters (Olivetti, IBM)
Coins
Stamps
Paper currency
Fruit crate labels
Magazines (Fortune,
Look, McCalls, etc)
Newspapers
Type specimens
Railroad ephemera
Airline ephemera
Swissair
London underground
Maps
Atlases
Penguin books
Advertising stamps
Travel brochures
Flags
Record albums
Postcards
Posters (especially swiss)
Paper
Books

Significant collections
of work by:
Paul Rand
Bradbury Thompson
Derek Birdsall
Richard Eckersley
Irma Boom
Alexey Brodovitch
Alvin Lustig
Massimo Vignelli
Los Danziger
Herbert Matter
Dan Friedman
Chris Pullman
Armin Hofmann
Ladislav Sutnar
Alex Steinweiss
Ken Hiebert
CBS Print Work

44

[Our conversation began before I started the audio recording]
DS:

—I forgot to tell you, one of my most interesting collections
is Belgian pharmaceutical labels.

DL:

I bet those are beautiful.

D S :  Yes. There’s a place in in Concord, Massachusetts. A little antique store.

The woman who owns it is a print collector. She finds the most
interesting stuff, and she takes exquisite care in taking each of the
labels off.
D L :  
H ow you find these places? Just by driving around and exploring,

or do people tell you?
D S :  People tell me. My favorites are four places in New Bedford.

It’s really close. You just eventually learn where these places are.
DL:

To start, I wondered if you could go through some of the things that
you collect, and maybe mention some of the things left off the list.

D S :  Okay so I’ll just start by saying: I think everybody has an urge to collect

something. You find something you’re delighted by. Then, you have
a few. The danger then becomes that the collection might take you
over. Can you keep enough of a distance so you can decide whether
to keep collecting that thing or not? That’s the question always.
My earliest memory of collecting, and I told you this before, was
maps. I’ve always been drawn to maps but part of it has to do with
having a grandfather who fought in World War I, and a father who
was in World War II. Growing up in the fifties, this was often a discussion. Everybody had parents who were in the war, and they would
ask, “Where was your father?” My father was in North Africa, Italy and
Germany. He would talk about that, and I would go look on the map
to see where he was.
My grandfather was in the trenches and talked about places like
the Marne river, which is where most of the trenches were that stopped
the Germans. So at a young age, I knew where the Marne river was.
I knew it was so many miles away from Paris, because I had it on a map.
My grandfather gave me National Geographic magazine, and with that
I would get a map maybe once a month. I would hang it up on my wall
and look at it. What interested me was not only the data but the colors.
And the words. And the labels.
Both sides of my family were in railroading, so we always lived
near railroad tracks, and we traveled by train. Very early on I had
a cigar box full of schedules and tickets that I collected. Again—
I was interested in data. I collected stuff on the train, not knowing
at the time that I was interested in graphic design. I was just interested
in the things that make up graphic design. That’s why I said to you,
I became a designer probably because of things I collected.
There is a serendipitous thing that happens: somebody gives
you some stamps, and you’re interested in them, so other people
start giving you stamps, and you start collecting stamps. That has

interview: doug scott

happened to me in a lot of categories of small things. Many of my
collections from when I was young disappeared after I went to college,
except for what I took with me.
D L :  
And did you take your maps with you?
D S :  Oh yeah. I had my maps, then I started collecting flags. Because

I’ve always been drawn to flags. When I was in grade school, maybe
because of my interest in maps, I excelled in two classes every year:
geography and history. When I was in high school, at the beginning
of the year, we would get a huge textbook for the history of Western
civilization, and I would read it in two weeks. I was so interested in
history. Even now, probably a third of the books I read are historical
books. I’m just interested in it. That came from stamps, the currency
that I collected, the maps, and the atlases—I have a huge collection
of atlases. The thing about atlases is that they go out of date.
D L :  
They become... timestamped relics.
D S :  Yes that’s right. I can look at an atlas and I can tell you, “this came out

before 1907,” because of something on the map. This ultimately relates
to design. It’s color, it’s form, it’s typography.
D L :  
D o you think the act of collecting—the seeking—relates to design

as well?
D S :  Yes. I think it does. I think one of the skills and I have, and I’ve always

had, is how to organize stuff. Information, typography—which is
my favorite thing to organize. Seeing a bunch of stuff, and making
some sense out of it—that’s related to design. For example, I have
so many flags now that I have to break them up. African flags go
in one box. Another box has two boxes within, of all the American
flags. It’s characterization, organization, and hierarchy—all essential
skills for designers.
D L :  
What do you get out of collecting?
D S :  Personally get out of it? Couple of things. One is learning about theme

and variation, or some people call it constant and variable. You see
a form, like a three by five flag, and you see how many different ways
can you make a series of choices in color and form to become a symbol,
but it’s all three by five. That theme and variation is fascinating to me.
I think that’s one of the main interests for most designers, if you dig
deep enough.
The currency is another one. Just think of how many different
variations! And you have security issues on top of that. You see what’s
used to symbolize a country. In this country, we use buildings and
dead presidents. Other people, like in Switzerland, value cultural
things. I think that says a lot about a country.
The lion’s share of things I collect have to do with design. Even
though I probably wasn’t aware of it when I started doing it. I particularly like to collect pieces of graphic design from people who
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I admire, because you look at them and you learn. Unfortunately our
understanding of art history and design history is limited to what you
see as a picture in a book, or now, as an image online. It is completely
different.
When you see a piece designed by Paul Rand, let’s say a little
booklet, and you turn the pages, you see what the order is, where he
decided to put what on the page, what paper he used, what binding he
chose and then you realize all these details are part of the piece. Those
are wonderful teaching models. He used to make booklets as
proposals. I have a bunch. Some of mine I got from him.
I’ve collected work from people who I think might be lost if you
don’t collect their stuff. Even famous people like Brodovitch aren’t
being collected because he is now dim in history. When you look at
magazines or books that he designed you see that the sequence is
paramount. You can’t tell by looking at a small picture how big it is,
or how shiny the paper is. It’s important to see the real thing.
DL:

D o you feel like you have a responsibility to collect?

D S :  Yes. I think that’s a good way to say it. It’s always a question. For

example, one of the largest collections I have is newspapers. That is
borderline hoarder stuff. Now why do I collect newspapers? I keep
them for either historical reasons or design reasons. Once I got so
many, a really big stack, and it alarmed me. Why am I keeping all this?
So I went through and I took some of the sections out, keeping just the
front section of the paper. I started collecting newspapers when I was
young, and I was fascinated by the type.
D L :  
I really am interested in this idea of the responsibility to collect and

preserve...
D S :  That’s why people do it.
D L :  
I s that why you do it?
D S :  Yes. I’m going to give my things to somebody who can make use of

them. That’s the idea. My problem is, where do I give all my stuff? Many
years ago, a bunch of us started a graphic design archive in the [RISD]
library, but the library is not putting enough behind it to make it work.
They’re only doing what they have to do to keep it limping along. When
they get donations of stuff, it goes into a room and I go over there to say
what is and isn’t valuable. Eventually that’s going to be a room full of
good stuff.
D L :  
S ome of your collections, like newspapers and currency, privilege the

mundane. It seems that you see value in looking closely at everyday
artifacts. Why do you think that is important?
D S :  Well ultimately, I am a designer who believes that design is not for

looks but it’s for functionality. I have always admired paperback books
for that. I have so many Penguin books. Here is something completely
mundane, the paperback book, but the quality of the design lifts it

interview: doug scott
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above, makes it easier to read, and has a wonderful identity. Color
coding is something Penguin has always been really good at, but they
Books.
Giovanni Mardersteig was a great typographer who is lost to
history. He was the guy who did the Albatross books and Tschichold
knew those. Tschichold, who was great himself, borrowed from
Albatross books when he decided to fix Penguin. I have a few Albatross
books. They’re hard to find. They weren’t sold in the United States. The
only way you can get them is if someone brought them into this
country.
D L :  
And you said that the designer behind them was lost to history?
D S :  He he’s only well known among typographic aficionados. I doubt

there’s many people on our faculty today who would be able to picture

Figure 13: The Albatross Modern Continental Library

got that from another publisher. An old German publisher, Albatross

or identify a Mardersteig. I have twenty things by him, they’re good.
He also is a type designer. I think he designed Dante. There’s a great
little book I have called Two Titans: Tschichold and Mardersteig.
That’s exactly what they are.
DL:

I ’m wondering how you think about nostalgia. How do you relate
to that word?

D S :  It’s good you mention that. I think I may have told you about

D L :  
I don’t think so.
D S :  When I was young there was a semi-animated, something like stop

action, television program. A guy named Jack Barry was the on-air
personality. This was on a black and white TV. Behind him was a
screen and he would interact with this little character called Winky
Dink. Essentially what you would do is you would buy a kit, and it came
in a box, and inside was a folded plastic piece that was as big as a
television screen, a rag, and some special crayons.
You would rub the plastic screen onto the TV, and it would stick on

Figure 14: Winky Dink Television Program

Winky Dink?

the screen, and then there would be a little animated story. The
example I always use because I remember actually doing this, is that
house. So Winky’s on the ground and the voice would say “draw me a
ladder.” You would draw a ladder on the screen, so that Winky will
climb on your ladder. So this is one of the first instance of true
interactivity. They constantly told you “Make sure use the magic
screen.”
A couple years ago I found one in a store. It was not good in shape—
it was deteriorating, but the package was intact. I had a nostalgic
moment because that was an important thing for me—maybe another
reason why I’m a designer—I could draw and something would happen.
I bought that out of nostalgic connection, But then something
kicked in, and I looked at that piece of graphic design and thought “this
is stunning!” It was from CBS TV. And everything from CBS at that time

Figure 15: CBS Advertisment by Lou Dorfsman

Winky’s dog was up in the window and he couldn’t get him into the
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was good. They had a whole host of graphic designers like Lou
Dorfsman, Bill Golden and Georg Olden. So I thought “Okay. I’m not just
buying this because I experienced it when I was a kid,” but now I am
buying it because it goes into my CBS box. It was beautiful.
D L :  
I think I’ve had a few moments like that where I realize that something

that I really treasured as a child was designed. That moment of
recognition is a really exciting thing when it happens.
D S :  My training as an architect was such a complete change of what I was.

You’re a high school kid, and you see some things, but you don’t really
have opinions about them. Then you go into an architectural education
which is pretty rigorous. They’re saying: “This is good” and “This is
not.” Young architects are the worst because they are very dogmatic
about what they believe in. I think maybe your education at Cincinnati
was similar, in that there is a rigorous process you are going through,
learning to recognize what is good and what is not. Somebody told me
about Gordon Salchow¹2 when he was teaching introductory design,
and he had a bunch of things that he told people about what was good
and not good. One of things I remember has to do with the toilet paper
roll. The paper always goes over the top. As a designer, that make
sense to me. Did he ever tell you that?
D L :  
[Laughing] Yes.
D S :  There were a bunch of other things, but that’s the one I remember the

most. But that is a functional thing that makes sense.
DL:

It’s funny you should say that. My brother and I both went through this
program and we joke that all we got was a snooty attitude… Do think
collecting is like a supplement to the graphic design education?

D S :  Yes. Absolutely. The main reason that I collect so many design things is

because I learn from them. In the design books, you look at pictures,
but these are the real things. You can smell them, you can touch them,
you see the minute differences that you can’t see in the picture.
DL:

D o you collect anything that is new or contemporary? With the thought
that maybe it willl be overlooked in the future?

D S :  There are designers working today, for whom I seem to have a

collection, just because I admire them. One is Elliott Earls, from
Cranbrook. When he came to RISD, I spent a lot time with him. I
introduced him when he gave his talk here. I just I have a feeling that

was going on in graphic design in 2000.” So there is some stuff that I
keep, but the problem is you can’t keep everything. So the hardest
thing for me is to bypass something that is new.

Doug’s classmate at Yale.

going to have some really good stuff that allows me to say, “Here’s what

professor at University

to look at. It’s all good. It’s misunderstood. Twenty years from now, I’m

of Cincinnati, and was

me, so that’s a contemporary designer. I feel like his work is important

12. Gordon Salchow was my

he’s an important character. I have a bunch of his posters that he gave

interview: doug scott

H ow do you make that decision?
D L :  
D S :  I don’t know. When I see something that’s weird, like Elliott’s work.

I think, “I am drawn to this, so I’m going to keep them for a while and
see what happens.”
DL:

In your history of graphic design class you make an effort to broaden
the scope of what students see. I wrote down this quote because I
wanted to hear what you’d think: “Collectors ensure that the collective
memory of mankind does not become a monoculture.”

D S :  That’s the problem with many of the design history books. If you look

at the books, the ones that are on reserve in the library, they show you
the same things by the same people, and there’s not a diversity of
opinion. Even the ones written by women end up being that way.
I started writing a book about design history, and I worked on it for
eight years, and I finally abandoned it, because it just overwhelmed
me. I had really attempted to broaden everything, and that’s what was
killing me, because you have to do so much original scholarship, you
have to find stuff that nobody else is showing.
Last year I made a point by saying “here are some important
women you should know.” But my goal is not to do that. My goal is to
feed them back into the other lectures, to you give a better view of the
time. That’s what I did this last semester at Northeastern, I started
putting women in amongst everybody else.
D L :  
In some sense, is collecting a form of scholarship?
D S :  Absolutely. When you’re collecting anything, you’re looking at a body

of something and you’re trying to make some sense out of it.
D L :  
When does the collection become more import that the object?
D S :  I don’t think that’s an either/or.
D L :  
S ome of the things you collect, like paper currency tells you about

about the culture that it comes from.
D S :  Stamps too, you can tell a lot about a country from the stamps they

have. I have two extraordinary books about currency design. One is
about Dutch currency and the other one is about Swiss currency. The
Dutch, of course, have given theirs up for the Euro. It’s kind of a shame,
because the euro has to be banal. Did you know they have bridges on
them? That’s an interesting idea, bridges. But they only go so far. I
think they were done by an Austrian designer who is extremely
conservative.
D L :  
D o you think it’s going to become harder to collect physical things that

carry these cultural ideas in them?
D S :  I don’t know. I think it’s a shame, in the European Union, all these

countries lost their French-ness or their Dutch-ness. Now they belong
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to a collective. Do you play up your own stuff or the collective? There’s
still a lot of variety in the world.
D L :  
D o you think there’s enough focus on history? Are people thinking

about history enough?
D S :  People?

DL:

Let’s say graphic designers.

D S :  Well in my lifetime I’ve seen history become part of the curriculum

in almost every [design] school. When I started it was not. From what
I know, I might be the fourth person who actually had a real graphic
design history class. Lou Danziger from California, he was one of
my teachers, Keith Goddard also was doing it. When you read the
old things about what Lou and Keith said, they are the pioneers.
For example, Bradbury Thompson was one of my teachers and he
talked about history, but not in an organized sense. It always related
to problems you were working on in class. So he had little snippets
of art history and printing history, but it wasn’t organized. Phil Meggs
was the third we think. And then there were a bunch of other people,
me included, who all of a sudden started teaching history classes
in design schools.
So before that, it wasn’t organized, so the only way we learned
about history was if you got some old person to talk about what they
did. Like it does today when somebody comes and says “this is what
I have done.”
So luckily every curriculum that supposedly teaches designers
should have a historical component. One drawback is that in many
schools, like Mass Art, you have to have a PhD in art history to teach.
If I can be blunt, those people don’t know how to talk about it. They are
all about style—not about technology, culture, the physical making
of design. That’s what I try to do: talk about how things come together.
Art historians don’t know that. They miss how designers work. There is
no relationship to the actual making of the thing, the printing
technologies. It is all about cultural imagery, and so from that point of
view I feel it to be extremely narrow and people come away with a
misunderstanding of what design was and is.
DL:

I think that’s one of the most interesting things about graphic design
history, that it supports other disciplinary histories like history of
technology, or politics. All of that is inherent in graphic design history.

D S :  And nobody I know, me included, can do that in a really full or

comprehensive way. You need to decide what little thing you can talk
about relating to something else. And in doing, hopefully broaden
everybody’s understanding so they get interested. I have always been
a generalist. I don’t think I’m a scholar. I often say that I’m interested in
all the stuff—I try to make the connections between things. I have my
favorites and you just present the story and see if people are interested.
I’ve also seen that when you have a design history class and a studio
class the same time, students’ work gets better because of it.

interview: doug scott

For me, history is not an area of intellectual activity for its own sake.
It helps people design better. That’s also what collecting does.
DL:

Can you tell me what collection you treasure the most?

D S :  I can’t tell you that. I treat them all equally. I’ve used the word serendipity

before. I don’t go out of my way to find stuff. Occasionally I say “I wish I had ‘x.’”
And now with the online services, like Amazon and ABE books, you can focus
and you can find something more easily. Occasionally, you see something that
you are missing that would help tell a better story. But, out of all my things I can’t
say there isn’t one that’s better than the other. I have things for different reasons:
some are more for teaching and some are more for understanding. I try not to let
them overtake me.
DL:

I s there anything you would like to add?

D S :  Well for me it’s an understanding thing. There are a lot of stories about how I got

these things in interesting ways. But they’re all the same to me, I don’t privilege
one over the other, I’m just glad to have them.
D L :  
I am glad you have them. They are in good hands.
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Stills from Week in Review video archive
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Week in Review
Archive of video clips, and
two sequenced videos: Week
in Review Part One, 2:01, and
Week in Review Part Two, 1:09

An archive presents an array of raw material
which can be endlessly manipulated and
recombined to build and shape narratives.
In order to test the storytelling potential
of domestic and mundane objects, I set up
a makeshift lighting studio to make film
studies of things I had on hand, generating
a small archive of footage.
After accruing enough material to
work from, sound and sequence became
linchpins for enacting visual metaphor
latent in the footage. Week in Review, Part
One, chronicles a workweek. The objects
come to stand for the emotional ups and
downs of an imagined personality. Week in
Review, Part Two, illustrates and comments
on recent news headlines. The objects take
on the meaning of larger economic issues.
These studies attempt to illustrate the
malleability of an archive.
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0:47

1:17
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week in review
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0:08

0:45

1:08

1:30

1:48

Stills from Week in Review, Part One
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Still from Week in Review video archive

week in review
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0:01

0:21

0:37

0:52

Voiceover:

[0:00–0:19]

[0:20–0:36]

[0:37–0:50]

[0:52–1:09]

Detroit emerged from
bankruptcy with a razor
thin financial cushion,
where even being a few
million dollars off in its
billion dollar general fund
budget could trigger
another fiscal collapse.

Students are getting
smothered by debt while
the price of higher education has risen steadily,
and real wage family
incomes have been mostly
flat. Add to that the fact that
some amount of college
is now vital for any hope
of finding a stable job,
and you’ve got the makings
of an affordability crisis.

Square was planning to
price somewhere between
eleven and thirteen dollars
a share, which analysts say,
is already pretty cheap.
But then, the company
went even lower, setting
shares at nine dollars.

Top CEOs make 300 times
what a typical worker does.
CEOs get raises — you
see these guys making
enormous amounts
of money, it’s a total and
complete joke.

week in review
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Stills from Week in Review, Part Two

notes

Susan O’Malley, 2012, Letterpress

Figure 16, Community Advice ,
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Neither Here nor There
Proposal for a site installation
inside the elevators of RISD’s
CIT and Fletcher buildings.

With a studio on the fifth floor, rides on the
elevator bookend my work days. The rides
are a suspended moment of quiet and
solitude which I could use for reflection,
but usually find myself mindlessly checking
my phone. As the semester wears on, and
students become weary, I saw the elevator
as a site of potential for the insertion of an
optimistic message.
This installation proposal for one of
RISD’s graduate buildings uses the elevator
doors as animating agents in a low-tech
motion graphic, with text that frames the
spaces beyond the doors. A student on
their way to final critique, a professor
leaving work after a day of teaching, and
a custodian arriving to work when the
building is still quiet, might each read
different meanings in the text.

Views from within the CIT
and Fletcher Elevators
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neither here nor there
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Proposed installation views, Neither Here Nor There

“Note that the four properties listed—
horizontal, flat, extended, and rigid—would
be physical properties of a surface if they were
measured with the scales and standard units

“If a terrestrial surface is nearly horizontal
(instead of slanted), nearly flat (instead of
convex or concave), and sufficiently extended
(relative to the size of the animal) and if its
substance is rigid (relative to the weight of the
animal), then the surface affords support...”

of the animal and the environment...

“The affordances of the environment are what
it offers the animal, what it provides or
furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to
afford is found in the dictionary, but the noun
affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean
by it something that refers to both the environment and the animal in a way that no existing
term does. It implies the complementarity

to visual perception. 1979. p. 127:

from james j. gibson, the ecological approach

Notes on Affordances
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“An affordance is a relationship between
an object in the world and the intentions,
perceptions, and capabilities of a person. The
side of a door that only pushes out affords this
action by offering a flat pushplate. The idea of
affordance, powerful as it is, tends to describe
the surface of a design. For us the term
“affordance” does not reach far enough into
the periphery where a design must be attuned
to but not attended to.”

technology, xerox parc:

from mark weiser & john seeley brown, designing calm

“When used in this sense, the term affordance
refers to the perceived and actual properties of
the thing, primarily those fundamental
properties that determine just how the thing
could possibly be used. A chair affords (“is for”)
support, and, therefore, affords sitting.”

things, (p. 9):

from donald norman. the psychology of everyday

used in physics. As an affordance of support
for a species of animal, however, they have to
be measured relative to the animal. They are
unique for that animal. They are not just
abstract physical properties.”

notes on affordances
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Still from Morning Affordances
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Morning Affordances
Video with sound and voiceover, 1:21

This video illustrates the definition of the
term affordance, while simultaneously recounting a morning unfolding. By focusing
on objects alone, I chronicle a morning’s
activities, by highlighting the designed
perceptual cues which tell a person how to
use domestic objects. Two vantage points
are displayed, to evoke the didactic language
of an instructional video.
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Still from Morning Affordances

morning affordances
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Stills from Morning Affordances
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morning affordances

0:23

0:40

1:03

Voiceover:

[1:00–1:10]
When affordances are
taken advantage of,
the user knows what
to do just by looking,
no picture, label, or
instruction needed.
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Installation view, Circulation, RISD Fleet Library
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Circulation
Site installation
at RISD’s Fleet Library.

As part of the 2015 RISD Graphic Design
Triennial, Dimensions Variable, co-curated
by Lisa Maione and Gabriel Melcher, I was
invited to develop the graphics for an
installation at RISD’s Fleet Library, where
student work would be displayed alongside circulating books from the library’s
collection, highlighting the transmission
of ideas from library to student work and
back again.
Letterforms are fragmented and
dispersed on the risers of the library’s
main stairs—only coming into alignment
as you move through the space. The word
installed type does not have one point of
visual resolution, rather it requires multiple
perspectives to complete the read.
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circulation
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Installation view, Circulation, RISD Fleet Library

Circulation Installation Timelapse

for furnishing his typeface Poster for use in this installation.

Gabriel Melcher and Lisa Maione. Also thanks to Prin Limphongpand,

Rebecca Leffell Koren, Rapha Koren, Bon hae Koo, and of course,

Special thanks is due to faithful friends who helped with the install:

circulation

Detail, Circulation, RISD Fleet Library
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Lenticular Poster Series
Detail, Mutually Inclusive

Folded dimension 12×18 in.
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Mutually Inclusive

An attempt to reconcile ambiguous
meaning with the pedantic communication
medium of a poster.

86

mutually inclusive
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Detail, Mutually Inclusive

mutually inclusive
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Detail, Mutually Inclusive

mutually inclusive
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Stills from the animated typeface Shift

temporal typography
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Letters N and Y from the from the animated typeface Shift
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Temporal Typography

A study of animated letterforms, Temporal
Typography comprises three animated
alphabets. Letterforms are fragmented,
and the pieces come together for a moment
before being dispersed once again. Still
frames from before and after the letterforms
resolve in the animated sequence become
a generative form-making tool. As letterforms
are used in textual compositions, they create
dynamic juxtapositions.
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Stills from the animated typeface Shift

temporal typography
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Stills from the animated typeface Dispersion

temporal typography
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Letters M and E from the from the animated typeface Dispersion

temporal typography

Letters A and X from the from the animated typeface Dispersion
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Stills from the animated typeface Dispersion

temporal typography
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Stills from the animated typeface Radiate

temporal typography
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Letters H and K from the from the animated typeface Radiate

temporal typography

Letters I and Y from the from the animated typeface Radiate
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Stills from the animated typeface Radiate

temporal typography
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G
F#
F
E
D#
D
C#
C
B
B#
B
A#
A
G#
G
F#
F
E
D#
D
C#
C
B
B#
B
A#
A
G#
G
F#
F
E
D#
D
C#
C
B
B#
B
A#
A
G#
G

Letterforms extracted from the Ableton Midi Grid.
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Atonal Typography

Designed using the grid of the midi music
composer in Ableton, Atonal Typography
translates typed words into tones and
rhythm. Atonal Typography began from
a desire to manipulate the graphical output of spectrograms, pursuing the notion
of writing with sound.

The Gesture of Writing

—Vilem Flusser

vibrations not of letters.”

are composed of acoustic

although the lines it produces

writing, a linear gesture,

totally alien to writing. It is, like

of piano playing is not, in fact,

On the other hand the gesture

scribes used to perform.

the one the Mesopotamian

entirely different gesture from

if we type a text we perform an

essence. It may be held that

is now replaced by a different

has been gradually lost and

essence of the gesture of writing

conclude that the original

like scratching, then we should

be totally alien to writing), than

piano player (which seems to

is more like the gesture of a

But if the gesture of typewriting

tradition except the piano.

reminds us of nothing in our

does the typewriter, which

gesture of scratching than

much more of the original

or brush), remind us of course

“The pointed pencil, (or pen,
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atonal typography

Letterforms extracted from the Ableton Midi Grid.
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Traces of letterforms in the spectogram
analysis of a recording from an Atonal
Typography composition.

Press, 2011.

town, CT: Wesleyan University

, 50th Anniversary ed. Middle-

In Silence: Lectures and Writings.

“Composition as Process.”

Text adapted from John Cage,

atonal typography
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I’m happy you’re happy

I’m unhappy you’re unhappy

You’re happy I’m happy

New York: Vintage Books, 1970.

Text adapted from Laing, R. D. Knots.

You’re unhappy I’m unhappy
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therefore
I’m not entitled to it

I’ve stolen it
because

Language Glitch

Compositions that illustrate
circular or digressional thinking.
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CLOUD

HEAD

HEAD

HEAD

IN

FIRST

IN

THE

IN

Compositions from the series Language Glitch

THE

COMPUTING

CLOUDS

STORM

THE

COMPUTING

CLOUDS

STORM

COMPUTING

CLOUDS

COMPUTING

lanuage glitch
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THE

THE

A

A

F LY

ON

F LY

THE

WORLD

CAUGHT

WALL

WORLD

WAS

IN

WIDE

WIDE

THE

CAUGHT

WEB

SPIDER

WORLD

IN

WEB

WIDE

THE

SPIDERWEB

WORLD

WIDE

SPIDERWEB
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the more I make

the more I have

the better I am

the more I am

Compositions from the series Language Glitch

language glitch
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If I don’t know I don’t know

I think I know

If I don’t know I know

New York: Vintage Books, 1970.

Text adapted from Laing, R. D. Knots.

I think I don’t know

doi:10.1162/0162287042379847.

October 110 (2004): 3-22.

13. Hal Foster. “An Archival Impulse.”

notes

Collections

Providence Public Library Special

Figure 19: View from entrance to

the Providence Public Library.

Figure 17: Whaling Log Book from

Figure 18: Cuneiform Tablet.
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On Archives

Through the metal detector, across the lobby. Past the computer
stations, and up the stairs. There, tired carpet changes to marble,
and low ceilings ascend to considerable height. I climb the wide,
open staircase, shoes sounding against the polished floor, reverberating through the atrium. Gilded letters signal my destination:
special collections at the Providence Public Library.
A visit in the fall of 2014 prompted what would become an enduring
fascination. The documents encountered here have become precious
through the sheer virtue of their survival over time. Anonymous
authors chronicle oceanic weather patterns (see fig. 17), and inscribe
exchanges of goods that took place over 5000 years ago (see fig. 18).
They are unlikely agents of history.
A document’s position in the library’s special collections often
obscures its origin and function. I don white gloves for perusing,
placing the objects on cushioned supports specially constructed for
their protection. I read under the supervision of the objects’ guardian,
the special collections librarian.
The archive has become a generative site for my thesis
investigation. I hammer against the surfaces of the archive to find a
particular kind of resonance; an opening to the past. I resurface and
re-contextualize materials. They become my site for formal and
communicative experimentation. From the depths of my search, I
think about the future. What fragments will endure to give voice to the
stories of today?
I define archive as a site for excavating narrative. A document,
a place, and a database, in my estimation, might all be considered
archives of different scales, stewarded by archivists abiding by different
dictums. As data piles up with each search, click, like, post, and credit
card swipe, I wonder what record or our time might survive the next
hundred years. What will be included in the special collections of the
future?
In his essay “The Archival Impulse,” critic Hal Foster writes, “In
the first instance, archival artists seek to make historical information,
often lost or displaced, physically present.”¹³ This impulse initiated
Recollections (pp. 156), a project that marks the beginning of my
entanglement with archives. A thick, bound volume resurfaces one
year of instant messaging correspondence from the depths of my
Google account, excavated using jury-rigged code. The data Google

Francisco. Visited April 1, 2016.

the Letterform Archive, San

Figure 20: Periodicals shelves at

York: W.W. Norton, 2010, 181.

Internet Is Doing to Our Brains. New

16. N
 icholas Carr. The Shallows: What the

authors-1454880410.

stole-the-work-of-millions-of-

http://www.wsj.com/articles/how-google-

Street Journal. February 7, 2016.

the Work of Millions of Authors.” Wall

15. Robinson, Roxana. “How Google Stole

books-case.html.

com/2016/04/19/technology/google-

Times. April 18, 2016. http://www.nytimes.

by Supreme Court.” The New York

“Challenge to Google Books Is Declined

14. Adam Liptak and Alexandra Alter.

Francisco. Visited March 30, 2016.

at the Prelinger Library, San

of Rick Prelinger’s favorite books

Figure 21: Tablet of Memory, one
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on archives

offers for download is machine-legible, not human legible. Several
scripts are enacted on the data to render them back into recognizable
human language.
One extended conversation between two people plays out across
614 pages. The exchanges preserved in this book are ordinary and
inconsequential, never intended to be re-read, or to serve as a record
of history: what to eat for lunch, the daily follies of office environments,
and coordinating train schedules for the way home. Recollections
materializes data, and with it, memories, which are otherwise hidden
from the user, and which might otherwise be lost to the forward
momentum of digital communication.
Some archives of today are corporate archives operating not by a
mandate of intellectual or public responsibility but as a by-product of
consumer technology. As we entrust our digital memory to the cloud,
we place our personal and collective histories at the peril of corporate
whim. With buyouts come consolidation; and with rapid development,
impending obsolescence.
The internet affords its users greater access to archive material—
indeed, much of my research has been facilitated by open access to
online databases. The allure of internet archives is infinite accessibility,
but as technology companies bloat with power and capital, accessibility
might be an optimistic notion of the past.
After the settlement of a class action lawsuit against Google in
October 2009, and the subsequent ruling of an appeals court in 2015,
and finally, April 2016, a denial by the United States Supreme Court to
hear the defendents’ appeal,14 the company has gained permission to
bring under its sole control books and information that have previously
been accessible through public institutions. One cause for concern
among critics is that Google alone has a license that covers millions of
so-called orphan books, books that have authors who cannot be found
or whose rights holders are unknown. Orphan books make up an
estimated fifty to seventy percent of books published after 1923.
Now, Google holds the rights to profit from these forgotten relics.15
I go to the physical archives as an antidote to our culture of
immediacy and speed. In a gesture that’s become unconscious,
I retrieve an iPhone from my pocket and search my present curiosity;
I outsource my knowledge and memory to Google, Wikipedia, and
Apple. I retain only fragments, as I can search my search history as
needed. Peter Sunderman argues “It’s no longer terribly efficient to use
our brains to store information... Why memorize the content of a single
book when you could be using your brain to hold a quick guide to an
entire library? Rather than memorize information... We just remember
what we stored.”16
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Figures 22–23: Stills from The Stories We Tell
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While the internet affords endless diversion, the physical archive
sustains a different kind of browsing. In contrast to the limitless
bounds of the internet, the archive is contained. I can see its edges;
I visit at an appointed time, and leave when it closes. I can view others’
search histories in the stacks waiting to be re-shelved.
A conversation with RISD’s archivist Andrew Martinez helped to
reveal my relationship to the archive. As the steward of an institution’s
history, he estimates that the most important thing to preserve is
context. By his measure, I am an unlikely historiographer. I deliberately
extract the fragments that excite or challenge me, placing them into
new contexts, and using them to construct stories about today.
In Side by Side (pp. 132), a series of short videos, I present an array
of fragments from different archives. I complicate the grand narrative
of gold medal moments by juxtaposing footage from the Library of
Congress with videos found on YouTube. The voiceover to this montage
is supplied by poets whose readings anchor the imagery. The
juxtapositions raise important questions about patriotism and race.
As the editor of these videos, my authorial touch is light, resisting a
coherent figurative reading. Instead, I intend provoke viewers to arrive
at their own reading of the material.
In the documentary The Stories We Tell,17 director Sarah Polley
attempts to separate myth and truth in her family’s history. She builds
on an archive of authentic family footage with newly produced clips,
using a cast of lookalike actors, and shooting on expired Super 8 film.
The new appears seamlessly alongside the old. She uses the
conventions of documentary film: voiceover narration, archival
footage, and interviews, to build the illusion of truth, yet reveals her
position by exposing film & lighting equipment, and eventually, the
sets for the fictionalized scenes.
I seek objects and artifacts that are often overlooked. As the
information available to us online expands, the likelihood diminishes
that the rich narrative potential that is embodied in these artifacts will
ever emerge. We have more information accessible to us than we know
what to do with. I search for compelling stories that might not hold up
to our culture’s overinflated investment in the now and next.
Artist Amie Siegel’s Provenance 18 cinematically retraces the course
that mid-century, Le Corbusier-designed furniture takes from its
present location in the elegant, modern homes of collectors in New
York, London, and Paris, back to their origin in the monumental
modernist planned city of Chandigarh, India. In Siegel’s film, the silent
pieces of furniture become the protagonists in a slowly unfolding story
about objects accruing value as they are extracted from their original
context. In the final shots of the film, we see these highly valued design
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objects, sold at auction for upwards of twenty thousand pounds,
haphazardly discarded, gathering dust in the storage room of an aging
edifice. What is highly coveted in one context is irrelevant in another.
In the archive, I perceive patterns of changing signification and
value. The archive stores the expired mundane, which becomes the
basis for historical narratives. But as much as archives can tell us about
history, they also reveal truths about today. The stories uncovered in
the archive reflect present circumstances. What is meaningful now?
What holds value? What do we choose to preserve for the future?
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Side by Side
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I, too, sing America.

I am the darker brother.
They send me to eat in the kitchen
when company comes,
but I laugh,
and eat well,
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Langston Hughes.Vintage
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and grow strong.
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Tomorrow,

Besides,

I’ll be at the table

they’ll see how beautiful we are

when company comes.

and be ashamed—

Nobody’ll dare say to me,
“eat in the kitchen,”
then.

Stills from Side by Side

I, too, am America.¹9
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But then,

Shadows shadowed,

the uncle had become some

time would tell.20

corporal in uniform.
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Why do you feel ok saying this to me?

You wish the light would turn red
or a police siren would go off
so you could slam on the brakes,
slam into the car ahead of you,
be propelled forward so quickly
both your faces would suddenly

Graywolf Press, 2014.
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As usual you drive straight through the

it is not only that confrontation

moment with the expected backing off

is headache producing,

of what was previously said.

it is also that
you have a destination that doesn’t include
acting like this moment isn’t inhabitable,
hasn’t happened before,
and that the before isn’t part of the now,
as the night darkens,
and the light shortens
between where we are,
and where we are going.21
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Interview: Megan Prelinger
An Archivist’s Research

Megan Prelinger, together with
her partner Rick, co-founded the
Prelinger Library in San Francisco,
which they established in 2004 as
an experimental research library,
an appropriation-friendly collection
of printed material.
Overlooked historical evidence,
like graphic ephemera and trade
magazines, are of special interest
to Megan and Rick—they collect,
preserve, and make accessible
documents that institutional libraries
generally disregard.²² They support
traditional and unconventional forms
of research alike, hosting an
incredible variety of artists and
scholars at their location at Eighth
and Folsom in San Francisco,²³
building a community of researchers
who respond to the non-traditional
taxonomies and principles of
organization that Megan and Rick

have enacted on their collection.
Megan has authored two books,
Another Science Fiction and Inside
the Machine, which were largely
generated by research she conducted
within the Prelinger Library. Megan’s
writing surfaces histories of the space
race and technology, respectively,
through a close read of the graphic
ephemera of the time. Megan’s
writing process began with
exploration in an archive, and I
wanted to speak with her about how
the different facets of her practice as
writer, historian, and librarian, inform
one another.
I conducted this interview with
Megan in a quiet nook of the Internet
Archive headquarters—across town
from the Library, but a place that
represents another facet of Megan’s
practice, as an advocate for open
digital access.24
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DL: T
 o get started, what led to the opening of the Prelinger Library?

M P : We opened in 2004 and Rick and I had joined our collections in 1998.

We had many points of overlap, and so many common philosophies
about collecting, access, intervening, historical amnesia, and looking
at evidence that institutional collections were overlooking, and looking
at history based on found and forgotten materials. We had all of that in
common in our practices before we met. When we combined our book
collections, it made sense to think about a future for that book collection
in a way that would allow all those philosophies to take material form.
From 1999 to 2003, institutional libraries, public libraries, academic libraries, and independent special purpose libraries all across
North America went through a fulcrum of collections consolidation.
Inspired in part by the advent of the digital. Not because collections
were suddenly made digital, but because libraries had to make room
for computer centers. That’s one part of it. Another part of it is that
libraries started to have to play different kinds of social roles.
We declared ourselves to be a library before we were one, and
started carefully watching the exchange lists that libraries all across
North America would use to arrange trades with one another. We
would look for things that supported our own research interests and
our philosophy of collecting.
During those years, our collection really grew considerably from
its starting point as the admittedly large, but not that strangely large,
collection of two very bookish people. Then we had to wait out a real
estate squeeze here in the city. The first round of the tech boom
happened at the same time we were collecting. We went on road trips
all over the Western United States and looked at store fronts and said,

this project?” Then after the initial bubble burst, the real estate market
here really made such a thing possible. We got this remnant space for
less than we were paying for a mini storage. It was very easy. The biggest
investment we made was buying the steel shelves. It was like buying a
car. We just had to suck it up and say “Other people buy cars. We’re going
to buy these.” We’ll find the resources to do it.
It was a real experiment. We call ourselves an experimental
research library, and our practice is experimental on a lot of ways, but
the first experiment was: “What’s going to happen when we say that
anybody can come and use our book collection when we’re there one
day a week?” I thought maybe we would have twelve or twenty people
per year who would share our research interests, whose own research
might not be served by the institutional libraries.
We opened the library with a giant week-long barn-raising where
we invited sixty-five friends to come help us shelve all the books and
we partied every day. It was really fun. Those sixty-five people each told
everybody they know about it. We started getting class tour groups
within months, because our friends were teaching, then students referred
one another. We had a couple hundred visitors in our first year, which is
far more than I expected. It has gained momentum every year since.

of the Prelinger Library

ottur future in San Francisco,” where we were comfortably living, “to do

Figures 26–27: Views

“Maybe there!” and “Maybe there?” “Are we going to have to sacrifice
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 re there other ways that the library has changed since 2004?
DL: A
MP: S
 ure. It is a 12-year old project. We’ve had opportunities to make some

inflections. We’re sitting here in the Internet Archive and in 2006, the
Internet Archive mobilized some resources to support a digitization
project. In 2004, 2005, and early 2006, we talked about the theoretical
future of hybridization between analog and digital access. Then
starting in the fall of 2006 through 2008, the archives supported the
digitalization over 3,000 books and pieces of printed ephemera. That
really brought our talk about hybridity between analog and digital
resource access into fruition. That was huge for us because it really
meant a lot to stop talking about something as a possibility and start
actually doing it.
D L : I think the partnership with the Internet Archive changes how people

see the library.
MP: R
 ight. Just to make clear, we started partnering with the Internet

Archive back in 1999 on the film archives, which is a totally separate
project. The film archives and the library sit next to each other in our
practices but they’re not otherwise related. Not structurally, anyway.
D L : I t’s really interesting to hear that you were thinking about different

locations for the library. I’m curious about the way the library contrasts
the culture surrounding it. You’re at the epicenter of tech culture. Is the
library’s location in San Francisco important? Could this exist in other

Really sleepy. You could park anywhere at any time. I had
to walk a mile to get a coffee.

D L : That’s a far cry from today.

MP: A
 far cry from today. We love our location. It’s a real privilege to be so

centrally-located. We don’t take it for granted for a minute. The library
could exist many places and I think a lot of people would go out of their
way to visit it. We know that people do. A lot of people come on their
way to or from the airport because we’re near BART and I think that
really means something to me when somebody comes in with a
wheeling suitcase. We are their first stop or their last. We wouldn’t have
that if we were in an outer county. We don’t want to live in or commute
to the suburbs.
We had those fantastical thoughts about outer counties. I mean
way-outer counties, out in the middle of nowhere. Now, I think about all
the parts of our lives apart from the library, that have changed shape a
lot. We’re much more worried here now and we couldn’t just go do it in
Alturas. We expect to have to move locations in 2018, and we’re looking

of the Internet Archive

M P : T he neighborhood was pretty sleepy when we moved in.

Figures 28–29: Views

places?
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for a way to stay in the city. We’ll see how that goes. We have a year
and half to come up with at least a pair of working alternatives.
DL: T
 hat’s interesting to hear. I moved here in 2008. I don’t have a good

understanding of what it was like before this.
MP: E
 ven 2008 is different from how it is now. It was even still quieter then

than it is now. I think the city has grown 50,000 people since 2009,
gaining 10,000 people a year for the last five years. It’s really intense.
DL: O
 ne of the things that I really enjoyed when I came to the library is its

organization. How it encourages browsing, juxtapositions and
coincidence. I’m curious to know if you think those kinds of diversions
are very important?
M P : I do. One of the ways in which we’re in experimental research library

is we’re not accountable to any institutional traditions, so we can play
with things like how a taxonomy might be, and we can play with how
the research process is framed. I think that that’s one reason the library

physical exploration of the world.
DL: T
 here are exciting adjacencies. When I visited, I enjoyed that graphic

arts and printing were across the aisle from film and media. I was diving
back and forth between those shelves.
MP: A
 ll that is designed to support both structured research and to facilitate

accidental discovery.
D L : I really enjoyed that. Can you explain the organization?

MP: W
 e thought about different ways to organize the collection and decided

to lay out all its pieces and figure out what its own internal logic was.
Rick and I each originally met each other through common interests in
landscape and land use history back in 1998. That was the initial point
of overlap between our book collection, which otherwise went in a
number of different directions.
Our very first collaboration was a landscape-based art project back
1999. It made sense to take that grounding point in a very literal way and
think about a geospatial arrangement scheme. As soon as we thought
about that, it became self-evident. Starting with the materialist, literalist
impulse to first bear witness to where you’re standing and where your
feet are meeting the ground. That impulse supported a body metaphor
for the library where the media is in the middle, and theory and space
sciences go towards the end and then all the kernels just flow into one
another in accordance with that rough structure.

Figure 30: Book

successfully been infused with some of the flavor of the process of

about movies from

structured environment. Where, I think, the process of research has

the Prelinger Library.

is so extremely popular. People really respond to being in a differently-
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D L : I t’s interesting to hear about how the body metaphor plays out in the

library, because the body metaphor is also addressed in your books.
Maybe that’s a good bridge for me. Can describe how you work with
the materials in the library for your own research and writing?
MP: T
 he first thing is, the library project is a total project that gave me

permission to set aside my preconceptions about what it is I might be
working on. Just as I want it to do for everyone, it also did that for me.
I self-identified as a landscape writer and investigator of the
history of the American West. I’m from Oregon and I have a longstanding family and personal boomerang history between Oregon
and California. I grew up pacific-rim identified in schools that taught
Chinese and Japanese as the foreign languages and I went foreign
exchange in college in Hong Kong. I had a very Pacific-rim geospatial
identity.
I was interested in looking for forgotten historical narratives.
I was also a Cold War history buff. I went to a crazy experimental
academic high school where you have to do a senior thesis and my
senior thesis was on Cold War history. I also love science fiction. I don’t
think I would have had the insights to structure or develop the library
if I hadn’t felt liberated by a lifelong relationship with science fiction,
allowing me to think about the world in very elastic terms.
I decided to read Aviation Week Magazine as it if were a science
fiction novel, while also looking for forgotten evidence, maybe traces
of Cold War era material, or political history in the American West.
That was what I started with in 2006.
The process of reading Aviation Week as if it were literature
allowed for the possibility of a total surprise. I was totally surprised!
As soon as I got into it I realized that I was in a multi-channel reading
environment. It was like being in a gallery with two or more media
screens playing different loops. The narratives that were being
promoted in the advertising were different from the narratives that
were being excavated in the news articles. There were all kinds of
dialogic points there. It just blew me out of the water. It’s like fact and
fiction next to each other. It’s like contrasting media channels which
offer a combined reading experience. Which actually leads to the third
place in the mind where the science fiction visual vernacular helps
mitigate all the narratives of crisis of the real world, like the stories of
rocket development which were often so catastrophic.
I didn’t find any hidden histories of Oregon’s unknown role in the
Cold War. I never found that. Instead, I found this whole other thing
which was this discourse between the utopian vision that was visually
articulated by artists, grounded in science fiction visual vernaculars
and motifs of modernism and avant-garde art. All in the service of
promoting, explaining, and recruiting people to come and work in
military, civil, aerospace and aviation engineering. I just couldn’t get
away from it. I was captivated by it and within days the concept for the
book Another Science Fiction appeared fully formed in my mind.
My first thought was that I have to find the book that’s been
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written about this dialectic and combine this artwork. This amazing
artwork that is its own version of science fiction. If you read it as a text it
says something about the technology and the politics that it was
designed to contextualize. Even as it diverts away from the dystopian
nature of all those launch failures.
I could just see this book in my mind and I thought “It’s got to exist.
I couldn’t possibly be among the first people to notice this.” But it was
possible. I started writing to academic historians of aerospace saying,
“Has anybody written about this?” They said no. The copies of those
magazines belonging to institutional libraries had their ads removed
before they were bound, in many cases. That was a traditional library
practice for binding trade magazines because they’re thick and pulpy.
They take all the ads out and keep just the articles. Our sets had the ads
intact, and that’s unusual.
The first thing I did was I started building a File Maker database,
taking reference photos of all the ads and tagging them. I have a
background in visual anthropology, linguistics, and as a file maker
hobbyist, I had resources at my disposal to build a multilevel database
with all kinds of different cultural, social, language and visual search
categories. Then I was able to run different kinds of searches that would
intersect different kinds of things.
From that process, the book almost wrote itself. Not really, it took a
lot of hard work. But the structure emerged pretty cleanly from that
process of collecting and organizing evidence. Fairly early, I conducted
research interviews with the historians at the National Air and Space
Museum. I told them, “This is what I’m working on and I’m not anybody,
I’m just out from the West Coast, a low-flying independent scholar. What
do you think?” They told me, “Keep doing this because nobody knows
about this!” They were extremely nice, helpful and supportive. They
invited me to speak at NASA History conferences and helped me get my
book out.
It turns out that the history of aviation and space exploration has
its own little world, and they feel they need all the help they can get.
I was accustomed to academic historians being very guarded and
protective of their fields. Space people were not like that at all. They
wanted all the people they could get—women, people under 60, all the
people they might find in the whole universe to get interested in
rocketry and aviation. They were excited about my cultural history
perspective. That was an extremely intellectually and creatively
fulfilling, liberating experience. The process of researching and
writing that book in 2006, ‘07, ‘08, and ‘09. I had the revelation, the
“Aha” moment in summer of ‘06 and started that database by August
or September of ‘06 but I spend almost all of ‘07 just doing, I had to do
so much research to try to understand what every ad was referring to.
It was extremely research-intensive but I loved doing it. It was so
exciting and to research the artists and try to daylight their work and
their process.
D L : W hat I like so much about the book is that it fills this place between
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historical accounts that either focus specifically on graphic art or
histories that are topical, or discipline-oriented.
M P : I wanted to try to do something to make the history of graphic art speak

to other disciplines, or show graphic art to be necessary to other
disciplines. That was really important to me. It became much more
important in Inside the Machine because I couldn’t just generalize the
art as science fiction visual vernacular with lots of other things going
on, because that wasn’t the case at all. I had a space electronics chapter
that I couldn’t fit into Another Science Fiction because I couldn’t even
begin to come to terms of the subject matter, and the time frame didn’t
fit. I didn’t understand the art, what it was referring to, so I just had to
put it aside entirely. In Inside the Machine, the space electronics chapter
is eight of nine, but it’s actually the root of the book. It was the starting
point and everything was branched out from there.
I had to branch way back in history in order to understand but then
it turns out there is geospatial through line. Imagine how excited I was
when I discovered that and how people come to explain and begin to
visually understand what the electron means as long ago with 1909 and
1910, that’s it. I thought for a long time it was going to end with the space
electronics chapter and it would be straightforward from the solar
system model of the electron to the electron enabling exploration of
the solar system and that would be the narrative frame. It pretty much
is, except that when I went and watched the Six Million Dollar man,
I realized and paid more attention to what was going on in the news
around me. I realized that it actually has to end with the human body
because the astronaut narrative crashes since ‘71 both literally
and in literature and in culture and the human body becomes the new
frontier in literature, in culture, in reality all at the same for electronics
and actually how to do that human body chapter at the end. But still,
that book has three narrative through lines and the one about the art
and with electronics, I’ve felt like there was a much more intimate and
sophisticated relationship between what the artists were doing, the
traditions they were referencing in their work and what the electronic
technologies are going to mean in the world and that there was
something like a tight mutual association between graphic modernism
and the promise of modernity in a technological sense, technological
modernity and that there was something there at the heart of it between
modernism and modernity. That was a lot more sophisticated than my
talking about fancy wacky looking rockets and space book. I tried to be
much more serious and develop my understanding of the history of
graphic design for that electronics book because I felt the graphic
design had a more thoughtful and profound role to play and a more
sublime association with the subject matter.
D L : I wonder if we could return to a more broad discussion about ephemera.

Is the history that forgotten materials chronicle important to consider
when we talk about history writ large?
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MP: S
 ure. One example is trade literature. Trade literature is one of those

categorically overlooked varieties of literature. It’s not commonly
retained in academic libraries. It’s not commonly retained in public
libraries nor in special libraries. Who’s got National Safety News and
Aviation Week for that matter? We do, but they’re not commonly held.
So many artists had to support their fine art with commercial art.
There’s no hard line between a commercial artist and a fine artist. Many
fine artists who showed work in galleries supported themselves doing
work for industry, at the peril, to some extent, of their reputation as fine
artists, but was just a matter of practicality for so many people. It’s like
having a day job.
When I came to understand that it felt all the more important to me
to bring all of that into the history of graphic design. That I was looking
at material that was not kept in archives, not even the original art
because the artists had to give away the originals and the corporations
more often than not just threw them away. It feels to me like a really
fragile, important and ephemeral record of very important work that
was done.
Just because the work was done for a commercial client doesn’t
mean it’s not graphically significant or expressing important visual
ideas or expressive of a particular artist’s own trajectory. Of course it is.
It’s important. When you look up the artists who had gallery
representation online, you don’t see their commercial work. It’s not
necessarily present or remembered.
D L : I t seems to me through our conversation that there’s an interest in

overlooked history.
MP: W
 here else am I going to find something that nobody else has ever

looked at before. I don’t want to get into a condemnation of
canonization, but I do think that in many disciplines of the hierarchy
of what’s important has been defined with good reason. There’s reason
and thoughtfulness behind every step in a hierarchy of importance like
that. Like those canonical disciplinary understandings of what a body
of work is in the history but I just like the idea of pushing new stuff up
into that hierarchy and just seeing how high it can float up. Mix it up a
little bit, and not ever let a hierarchy of canonical works be limited,
excluding things that haven’t been looked at or considered in the past or
pieces of evidences whose significance may change with the passing of
time. Something that maybe really wasn’t important 50 or 75 years ago,
like that AT&T that talks about universal service in 1910. It’s not terrible
visually compelling but there’s an idea there that turns out to be very
important once that connection between electronics and space
visualization becomes concrete, when satellites actually go up.
The passage of time can retroactively change the signification
of a piece of evidence and it’s easy for me to say as an independent
scholar. I would like to hope that institutionalized modes of
understanding historical evidence can always be open to those
changing patterns of changing signification.
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D L : I t’s interesting also to think about the change in what an archive is or

can be, and how that might also affect changes in hierarchy. Is there
anything you’d like to add?
M P : I don’t know. I think we pretty much got at it. The foreground that I value

an interdisciplinary approach very highly and I found that when I was
interested in looking at just graphic design by itself or just the history of
technology by itself—each seemed a little bereft of new possibilities for
brand new signification without the other and that just speaks to a very
deeply rooted interdisciplinarity. I’m not really sure how it emerged or
exactly if it’s true. But if you just ask me 10 years ago, I don’t think I
would have had those words to describe my own practice. It took me a
while to understand what I was doing, I guess that’s what I’m trying to
say. Now I feel like I understand it a lot better than I did five years ago
and way better than I did 10 years ago.
DL: T
 hat’s an exciting place to get to. It’s wonderful that your books

document the process of figuring out what your practice is, and what
it can be.
MP: T
 hank you! Thank you for your interest. I really appreciate it.
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Exteriors of the books Recollections, Volume One and Two
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Recollections
2- 6x9” Hardcover Books,
614 and 196 pages.

After several visits to the Providence Public
Libary Special Collections, I became
interested in the perceived permanence
of digital archives. In Recollections, I have
reclaimed personal data that’s stored on
the servers of companies like Google and
Apple, and given it visible, stable form.
Volume One preserves ordinary and
inconsequential conversations from Google
Hangouts: deliberation about what to eat
for dinner, office gossip, and commute
schedule coordination fill 614 pages.
Volume Two materializes iPhone photos
stored on Apple’s iCloud server,
an automatic backup. The second volume
questions what decay might look like in
a digital archive. What will happen to these
artifacts as they age? Could they be
included in the special collections of the
future?
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Chapter divider spread in Recollections, Volume One
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Interior text spread in Recollections, Volume One
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Spread from Recollections, Volume Two
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Spread from Recollections, Volume Two
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Essential Garamond
Experimental Typeface

Previously, type design was a trade that

Claude Garamond (also spelled

belonged to punchcutters. They completed

Garamont), the namesake of these type-

lengthy apprenticeships, and would go

faces, was a punchcutter who worked

on to either develop their own cuts, or

in Paris during the 1500s. While his name

emulate those in vogue at the time.

is bound to this profusion of fonts several

Developing a single font would have taken

hundreds of years later, there are a litany of

at least twelve years. Printers had limited

stories about the provenance and linneage

styles and sizes to choose from, as the

of this type. Most notably, as discovered

investment needed for typographic

through the rigorous scholarship of

variation was high. Today, digital typefaces

Beatrice Warde, published in Le Fleuron

proliferate, as the tools and skills for making

in 1927 under Warde’s pseudonym Paul

type are democratized.

Beaujon, many typefaces previously

Typefaces, to those outside of the
graphic design discipline, might seem a
banal component of the graphic landscape.

attributed to Claude Garamond were in fact
made ninety years later by Jean Jannon.
Essential Garamond is a new typeface

Yet, they are embedded with their own

that draws on the commonalities between

rhetoric, and in many cases have long

the multitude of versions of Garamond.

histories that we take for granted.

Only the parts of the letterforms that all

I have always been confounded by
the large number of typefaces called
Garamond. Each version has its own unique

versions have in common are retained for
this new iteration.
With the development of this iteration,

peculiarities, and the differences among

I add my name to the linneage of type

these fonts which go by the same name,

designers who have made variations on

are surprising. X-heights rise and fall, serifs

Garamond.

sharpen and dull, and as more and more
versions of Garamond enter our graphic
consciousness, the distinctions and
provenance of this typeface have become
obscure.
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A layering of different Garamonds to
determine and extract what’s essential.

essential garamond
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Letterforms from Essential Garamond

essential garamond
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On Forgetting

I.
My friend Lewis appeared in a dream recently. In high school, we
shared a locker. Our names binding us together for a few short years:
Lamb & Lee. He drove an enormous red pickup truck to school, rode
dirt bikes on the weekend, and shaved his forearms before races. I used
to tease him about his arm stubble and sometimes helped him with
unfinished homework before our classes started in the morning.
We ran with different circles, but my days were punctuated with our
interactions. We parted ways after homeroom, as I elected for English,
literature, and history—and he took pre-professional welding classes.
We were equally mystified by each other—me, a Canadian, the first
foreigner and vegetarian he’d ever known. Lewis, a born and raised
country boy who wore camouflage most days, in case there was time
to hunt after school.
He paid me the most kind and earnest compliments, which I still
recall when my confidence lapses. Dah-ahn, he’d call out when he
spotted me in the morning. His slow Kentucky drawl countering his
energy and conviction. It seems trite to talk about his smile, but really,
his was the best. It extended all the way to his ears, and was just as
much a part of his face as his nose or eyes, because it was his
permanent expression.
When I woke up the next morning, I queried his name on Google,
expecting a link to Facebook where I’d see pictures of a pretty wife and
maybe a two-year old. That’s about where our high school cohort are
now. Instead, I came across his obituary, dated February 14, 2010.
“Lewis Reed Lamb, born May 13, 1987, left his loving family and
friends on Saturday, February 13, as a result of a single-vehicle
automobile accident.”
My body registered sensations of shock and grief. He’d been gone
for 6 years. Later that day, unsettled by the morning’s discovery,
I needed to read more. To my horror, I found, buried deep in my
Facebook profile, evidence that I’d known about his death all along.
I had posted to the “Rest in Peace Lewis Lamb” group shortly after he
died. I am repulsed by my forgetfulness.

yours too — it’s the fault of everyone I

know who rarely finds herself or

is-google-making-students-

stupid/380944/.

—Rebecca Solnit

distractions.”

void and filled up with sounds and

free thought is routinely regarded as a

flooded those open spaces. Space for

road, but the new technologies have

the train window, or contemplated the

from here to there, alone, or stared out

of what happened when you walked

or simply moments of being, was part

thinking, or musing, or introspection,

nothing in particular, also known as

be truly alone. The fine art of doing

wholly, uninterruptedly, and it’s hard to

It’s hard, now, to be with someone else

We’re shattered. We’re breaking up.

himself with uninterrupted hours.

blocks, but in fragments and shards.

The fault is my own, arguably, but it’s

education/archive/2014/09/

time does not come in large, focused

http://www.theatlantic.com/

May 1, 2016.

longer have, and that is hard to name

and harder to imagine reclaiming. My

The Atlantic. Accessed

“I think it is for a quality of time we no

Making Us Stupid?”

25. C
 arr, Nicholas. “Is Google
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II.
For Socrates, remembering is a moral action that touches the very
substance of our beings. When we commit something to memory,
we absorb it, metabolize it, and incorporate it into our understanding
of the world.
In the fifth century B.C. when Greeks began embracing writing as
a means to preserve knowledge, Socrates warned that writing would
produce forgetfulness. He argued that once knowledge is transferred to
physical form, it essentially leaves us, and we no longer feel responsible
for remembering. Made durable by the written account of Plato,
Socrates believed that writing was for reminding, but not for memory.25
Socrates’ ideas would have been lost to history were it not for the
adoption of the new tool he cautioned against. Contradicting his
warnings, writing preserves knowledge and scholarship across
generations. If we had to rely on biological memory alone, that is, what
can be passed on to younger generations orally, we would be stuck in
the present. Writing has become the means to preserve collective
memory.
Access to memory, personal or collective, depends on preservation.
It depends on the transfer of short-term memory into long-term storage
for future recall. I fear that my forgetting is the result of indifference;
but my vanity seeks other explanations.
One might describe memory as the synthesis and distillation of
emotional experience, guiding our present perceptions by the filtering,
editing, sharpening, and shaping of our subconscious. Short term
memory is vulnerable to distraction and information overload. It’s the
first and most interruptible stage in the process of forming long-term
memories, where our wisdom and emotional intelligence come from.
The memory of my friend lingers just below the surface. His laugh,
his smell, the strength of his hugs are all deeply embedded,
strengthened through sensory experience, and the repetition of our
daily exchanges. They are easy for me to recall. How could I then forget
his death? Was it just one in a series of posts I read that day? Awash in a
stream, where it was quickly displaced by new information?
Whether my forgetting is the result of my own deficiencies, or the
circumstances of learning, this writing, I hope, will serve as a memory
aid. This I can’t afford to forget.
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about finding alternatives to the

alienation that accompanies a

Each Other. New York: Basic

Books, 2011.

has terrible environmental and

New York: Penguin Press, 2015.

—Rebecca Solnit

and heroically ambitious.”

labor. It’s both laughably small

materials but also its time and

back together again, in its

It’s an attempt to put the world

or the poisoning of farmworkers.

tied to the death of honeybees

labor practices and might be

know nothing about, or jam

made by a giant corporation that

The Power of Talk in a Digital Age.

a sweatshop in a country you

Conversation:

27. Sherry Turkle. Reclaiming

sweater knitted by a machine in

total immersion in the networked

world is about slowness and

from Technology and Less from

“Getting out of [the rabbit hole of

Together: Why We Expect More

26. Sherry Turkle. Alone
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III.
A new iMessage alerts us of its arrival in the same instant that we’re
reading through the latest news. The result is diffused concentration
and scattered attention, limiting our ability to interpret what we read.
Deep reading without distraction is necessary to make connections and
galvanize deeper understanding. It is becoming harder to sustain.
Can we metabolize knowledge and experience when we read and
write on screens? Sherry Turkle, a technology researcher and clinical
psychologist, for most of her career, has held on to optimistic beliefs
about the potential positive effects of online connection. Her two most
recent books, however, take a decidedly different stance.26 Five years of
research lead her to conclude that online connection is allowing us to
avoid solitude, reflection, and face-to-face conversation. This, she says,
collectively undermines our ability to empathize and to be in
relationship with one another.27 I suspect this might also lead
to forgetting.
Throughout her study, Turkle observed in her research subjects,
most often children, a deep disappointment with human beings, who
are flawed and forgetful. We have come to expect frictionless, easy
interactions with other people, just as we expect from machines. We
have little patience for human error.
Both digital and biological memory is more vulnerable than we care
to admit. The digital encoding of memory renders us dependent on
playback equipment, and the unceasing stream of ads, posts, links,
and alerts has perhaps, already taken its toll on our minds. Writing,
graphic design, which require some degree of solitude and reflection,
might serve to counteract conditions for forgetting.
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In-situ photographs of Broken Link Poster
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Broken Links

A study on the visual effect of printing
posters with broken links. Images
are degraded, so that what remains
in the new output is only reminiscent
of the original.
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In-situ photographs of Broken Link Poster
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Surface Memories
Video with sound, 2:28.

What began as a study of carved lettering
on gravestones led to an examination of
the way people are referred to after they
pass away. Charcoal rubbings isolate these
significations and are paired with sound
recordings collected from the site. The
material and weathering of the headstones render some rubbings clear and
distinct and others less legible.

Study for Surface Memories
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Stills from Surface Memories
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In-situ photographs of Fleeting Memories
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In Fleeting Memory

Permanent memorials to fleeting
experiences. The significance of the signs
shifts as the cycle of seasons progresses.
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In-situ photographs of Fleeting Memories

in fleeting memory
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In-situ photographs of Fleeting Memories

in fleeting memory
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On Remembering

Recall is a constructive and creative process, where new
perceptions are incorporated into the old. We draw on multiple
sources of information, reconstructing the past by stringing
together fragments of our own experience with stories that have
been told to us by friends and family, books and media, and
other historical artifacts.
When we reflect, we open our memories up like computer
files, reshape, re-encode, and store them again with slight
modifications. Memories shift and strengthen with use, and we
live in a state of continuous historical interpretation. We change
and shape the past in the process of remembering.
Archives and memory alike are vulnerable and unstable.
Yet, we trust both to be definitive records of our past. Both
archives and memories are subject to the editing and curation
of a biased collector.
In the fall of 2014, I discovered that in the mid-1980s, my late
grandfather donated his collection of sound recordings from his
career as a radio broadcaster to the Royal British Columbia
Museum. My grandfather’s radio career spanned over 20 years,
from the late 1930s through the 1960s. Until my discovery of this
archive, there was no known record of this part of his life. The
only recollections were stories that had been passed down
through the family about The Big Red Barn, a popular children’s
radio program that my grandfather created, and about his
nightly news commentary, which was known for being
particularly incendiary.
My grandfather kept remarkable records of his life through
correspondence, writing, photographs and journals. Through his
intentional self-documentation, I can gain a vivid picture of the
man, whose memory was fading in my mind.
Archives have the potential to contradict and destabilize
biological memory. In the summer of 2015, I traveled to Victoria,
where the tapes of my grandfather’s radio broadcasts were
stored. While I worked on this research, I came face-to-face with
contradictions between the archive, my own memory, and that
of my uncle, who helped facilitate my research.
The story of my grandfather, as told by the archive he
shaped, pictured a man who was sharp-witted yet respectful,
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and interested in giving air time to voices which might
otherwise might not be heard. This was best exemplified by his
weekly program, Interesting People of Victoria, which aired on
Sunday afternoons. On this program, he interviewed ordinary
citizens of Victoria he deemed interesting. His varied subjects
included the elderly, children, and cab drivers. Some of these
interviews I found as part of other collections within the archive.
They had been saved as treasures by the families of those he
profiled. They provide a beautiful snapshot of my grandfather’s
beloved Victoria.
By his own measure, his nightly political commentaries,
some of which were also preserved in the archive, were frank
and challenging. The sympathetic listener of Interesting People
became an opinionated moderator of the news of the day. His
tone and cadence sharpened as his convictions saturated the
radio’s waves. These broadcasts were the reason for phone calls
from perturbed listeners.
By contrast, the records of my existence are digital and even
more unstable than the magnetic tapes storing my grandfather’s
voice, which are vulnerable to temperature and moisture. A
decade of correspondence, from the time I first signed up for a
Hotmail account to the time I changed allegiance to Gmail, is
now irretrievable. No physical records will be found in some
obscure archive.
Excerpts from The Archive Speaks, are laid out on the
following pages. In its current state, it is a proof of concept for a
documentary film about my grandfather. I collect fragments of
audio from the sound archive to form an imagined conversation
between the two of us. I pair archival images with new footage
that I have shot, weaving together our vision and voices.
My grandfather shaped the archive, and now I reshape, and
re-encode, to newly interpret the material.
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Stills from For Tonight: Trailer

asking the archive
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[0:00–0:06]
“And the portion for the air
will start in about five
Stills from Time Until Air

seconds.”

asking the archive
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On Time

I’m dizzied by trying to track the highway’s shoulder, so I look
further into the distance, beyond the barricades. I look at the
horizon; everything moves slowly in relation to it. I look at the
window; the landscape speeds by.
An enduring consideration about my position as a graphic
designer is that the work I generate is time-stamped. I labor over
posters that hang for a few weeks, only to be torn down and
discarded when the event has transpired. The videos we craft
are buried under newer posts, and websites lapse, as
technologies advance, and hosting accounts expire. Books and
branding, which seem to be durable forms of graphic design,
may fall out of print, or undergo rebranding when the aesthetic
zeitgeist shifts.
In most cases, my work is not for the ages, but for specific
purposes and times. Once it has fulfilled its original function,
it will most likely be discarded. Its best chance at prolonged
significance is preservation in an archive or collection, or
redistribution in flea markets and used book stores, severed
from its original context. My work enjoys an ephemeral
relevance that comes and goes quickly.
I am caught in a discipline that rewards continuous update
and production. Graphic designers interpret and shape the face
of the new, often working at frenetic speeds to keep up with the
demands of consumers, and to persistently stay at the leading
edge of technology, culture, and fashion. We are among the first
to adopt new forms of media. As the critic Leon Wieseltier writes
in a 2014 New York Times op-ed, our current professional
landscape requires unthinkable speed: “words cannot wait for
thoughts, and first responses are promoted into best responses,
and patience is a professional liability.”28
In nearly the same moment that a work is produced,
it becomes obsolete. Technology companies have introduced
the notion of planned obsolescence, a strategy of producing
consumer goods that rapidly become outdated, achieved
through frequent changes in design, the use of non-durable
materials, and the premature discontinuation of spare parts,
making products difficult to repair. Graphic designers
admittedly benefit from these mechanics of capitalism and

DOI: 10.1162/octo_a_00068

(2011): 81-94.

Pictures.” October 138

Joselit, “What to Do with

29. Seth Price, quoted in David
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the forward momentum of advancing technology. The relentless
production of new, attractive, evocative products and visuals
that captivate the attention of a public encourages consumption,
and funds graphic design practices. We respond to immediate
needs and face almost immediate irrelevance.
As I project forward, I look for models to engage in both fast
and slow modes of production, to aim at having the capacity for
both kinds of attention and engagement.
German conceptual artist Wolfgang Laib collects bee pollen
over many years to use as material for his sculpture work. A tiny
jar of pollen constitutes weeks of work in the fields surrounding
the village in Southern Germany where he resides. One
installation materializes over thirty years of collecting. When
Marcel Duchamps presented The Fountain, a readymade urinal
he signed and submitted for exhibition almost a century ago,
it was seen as provocative. At the time, art was inextricably
linked to the labor of the artist. Today, we face different expectations for productivity and speed. Laib’s thirty-year commitment to a slow, arduous process, as seen in Bee Pollen from
Hazelnuts, can be understood as a rebuke to a culture that
values speed, immediacy, and efficient production. Marcel
Duchamps’s hundred year-old readymade approach is much
more in keeping with today’s values than Wolfgang Laib’s.
Seth Price suggests, “Slowness works against all our
prevailing urges and requirements: it is a resistance to the
contemporary mandate of speed. Moving with the times places
you in a blind spot: if you’re part of the general tenor, it’s
difficult to add a dissonant note.”29
Engaging with multiple timelines and qualities of attention,
as I have during my time at RISD, will help me to build a practice
that can bring forward stories and experiences that might
otherwise be lost in today’s fast-paced world. This is not
an either-or; fast and slow, past and future, mundane and
monumental, are all mutually inclusive.
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Our eyes are time machines.
—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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